Economy:
The whole system of production, distribution, and consumption of goods and services in a country.
Empire: A large political unit that unites many groups of people, often over a wide territory.
Feudalism: A form of political and economic organization in which peasants are subject to a noble, who owns most or all of the land that they cultivate.
Leprosy: A disease involving the gradual wasting of muscles, deformity, and paralysis; relatively common until modern times.
Medieval:
Of or relating to the Middle Ages.
Middle Ages: Roughly the period from A.D. 500 to 1500.
Millennium: A period of a thousand years.
Pagan: Worshiping many gods.
Papacy:
The office of the pope.
Peasant:
A farmer who works a small plot of land.
Reformation: A religious movement in the 1500s that ultimately led to the rejection of Roman Catholicism by various groups in Europe.
Renaissance: A period of renewed interest in learning and the arts that began in Europe during the 1300s and continued to the 1600s.
Technology:
The application of knowledge to make the performance of physical and mental tasks easier.
West: Generally, Western Europe and North America, or the countries influenced both by ancient Greece and ancient Rome.
Words to Know: The Middle Ages
Roman economy had been based on slavery, Rome in the 300s already had the beginnings of a new system called feudalism (FYOO-dul-izm).
The Western Roman Empire fell in 476, but the Eastern Roman Empire continued as the Byzantine (BIZun-teen) Empire throughout the Middle Ages. By the time the Byzantine Empire fell in 1453, the medieval period was coming to an end as Europe began experiencing a full-scale transformation in the arts, science, politics, and even religion. The awakening in the arts and science was called the Renaissance (REN-uh-sahnts), or "rebirth"; similarly, the Reformation (refur-MAY-shun) heralded the re-formation of religion and even politics. The Renaissance and Reformation had their beginnings in the 1300s, and gathered steam after 1450 with the invention of the printing press, which made it possible to spread ideas much more quickly. Around the same time, the Age of Exploration began with the first European voyages around the coast of Africa. These events collectively brought about the end of the Middle Ages, and the beginning of the modern world.
People began to refer scornfully to medieval times as "the Dark Ages," and for many centuries thereafter, this remained the accepted view.
In the twentieth century there was a backlash against this interpretation, and indeed it became almost "politically incorrect" to refer to the medieval period as the Dark Ages. Yet the Dark Ages viewpoint is not necessarily inaccurate. There can be no question that, in terms of political organization and technology, Western Europe took many steps backward during the centuries leading up to and following the fall of Rome.
The Dark Ages interpretation, however, fails to take into account the many great achievements made by Western Europeans during the Middle Ages-from the beauty of manuscript illumination and Gothic architecture to the literary classics of Augustine and Dante. On the political and social level, the Middle Ages laid the groundwork for modern times, bringing into being the first nation-states such as France and England, and establishing the conditions for explosive economic growth in future centuries. The medieval period was far from a dead spot between ancient and modern times.
The Middle Ages around the world
The idea of the Middle Ages in general, and of the Dark Ages in particular, is specifically European in originor rather, Western European. In contrast to Western Europe, Eastern Europe
Understanding medieval times
People in the Middle Ages did not think of their time as "a middle period" between ancient and modern times; that idea only arose during the Renaissance. As Europe reawakened in the 1500s, it was hard not to view the Middle Ages as a time of ignorance and confusion, an interruption in the progress of humankind. This was particularly true of the millennium's first half, from about 500 to about 1000. experienced no dark age, and indeed became home to a splendid reminder of ancient Greek and Roman glory in the form of the Byzantine Empire.
Nor did the Arabs of the Middle East view the period as a "dark age": beginning in the 600s, Arabia experienced a cultural flowering on a scale seldom equaled in human history. While the ancestors of the English and French were still mostly illiterate peasants living in drafty huts, the Arabs enjoyed a degree of civilization that easily put them on a level with ancient Rome. It is not surprising that
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The view of the medieval period as the "Dark Ages" is a stereotype, or oversimplified image; so, too, is the other extreme, which one might describe as the "knights in shining armor" viewpoint. This is the idea created by fairy tales and sustained by movies, an impression of the Middle Ages as a time of beauty, romance, and mystery. This view centers around images of chivalry-for instance, the knight rescuing the fair maiden from a dragon or an enemy, and carrying her on his horse to a castle gleaming in the distance.
In fact, if a modern person actually got a chance to meet a real medieval knight and his fair maiden, they would probably be more than a little disappointed-maybe even revolted. Whereas people in ancient Greece and Rome had been reasonably clean according to modern standards, by the time of the Middle Ages most of Western Europe had come to believe that baths were only good as a cure for sickness. If one were not sick, then there was no need for a bath. Therefore the knight and his maiden would be fairly smelly; furthermore, no one had any concept of brushing their teeth, let alone the idea of preventing tooth decay. Teeth simply fell out, and therefore the smile of the fair maiden would indeed be a sight to behold.
At some point, either the knight or his maiden were likely to come into contact with a terrible illness for which there was no cure. Certainly if one got sick, it was a bad idea to visit a so-called "doctor." Doctors in medieval Europe were actually just moonlighting barbers, and they proposed all sorts of hideous "cures" such as bleeding the patient to release impurities from the body. Not surprisingly, life expectancy during much of the Early Middle Ages was only about twenty-five or thirty years. Not only were lives short; people were short. Due to a number of factors, most notably poor diet and medical care, the averagesized man was between five and five-and-ahalf feet tall, as opposed to six feet tall today. There were also far more people with physical problems of one kind or another: hunchbacks, persons with the dreaded disease leprosy, and others. Much farther east, the Chinese not only had their own calendar, but their own long and distinguished history-a history that had nothing to do with Europe. In fact, prior to about A.D. 100, the Chinese did not know that Greece or Rome existed, nor did they much care when they did learn of the
Knights, Castles, and Bad Teeth

